Expression of CD44 and variant isoforms in cultured human retinal pigment epithelial cells.
CD44 is a major hyaluronic acid receptor that exists as a number of isoforms, generated by alternative splicing of 9 "variant" exons in humans (v2 to v10) and 10 exons in rodents. Little is known about the expression and function of CD44 in human retinal pigment epithelium (RPE) cells. Therefore, the authors determined whether human RPE cells express CD44, and whether the expression differs depending on the proliferative status of the cells. Human RPE cells were harvested from normal donor eyes and propagated in culture. Total RNA was extracted from cultured cells. mRNA expression of CD44 was determined by reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR), followed by cloning and sequencing of the PCR products, and by Southern hybridization. CD44 cell surface expression was measured by flow cytometry. Western hybridization and immunohistochemistry were used to determine the CD44 immunoreactivity of cultured human RPE cells and normal human RPE cells in situ. The standard form of CD44 mRNA and variant isoforms containing exon v6 or v10 were expressed in cultured human RPE cells. CD44 mRNA and protein levels were increased in proliferating human RPE cells compared with density-arrested counterparts. Addition of 1 microM retinoic acid enhanced the cell density-induced downregulation of CD44 mRNA, but did not significantly affect the CD44 cell surface protein expression. As previously reported, CD44 immunoreactivity was not detected in normal human RPE cells in situ. Cultured human RPE cells express CD44 standard form and variant isoforms containing exon v6 or v10, which are preferentially expressed by proliferating human RPE cells.